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In response to Laura Mulvey’s question: "What part
does the theme of women and their liberation
in
[Arabic] cinema?” Tunisian filmmaker Moufida
Tlatli states the following:
Through my work as an editor, I have close con
tact with the contemporary preoccupations of
Arabic cinema. I’ve worked with several
and two female directors and I’ve noticed that
they share a common interest in the condition of
Arab women. I often wondered why it was that
male directors should be so preoccupied with the
question of women, until I realized that, for
them, woman was the symbol of freedom of
expression, and of all kinds of liberation. It was
like a litmus test for Arab society: if one could
discuss other freedoms. Most likely there would
not be that much freedom of expression, and
most likely they could not speak freely about
political problems, but the question of women
could still be discussed. I think that
coun
try in the Maghreb [i.e. North Africa] tends to
take up particular themes and their theme of
women’s liberation is the one that has been spe
cial to Tunisia.”
(Mulvey, "Moving Bodies” 18)

One of the central themes in contemporary
Maghrebi cinema is the condition of Arab women.
Tunisian Abdellatif Ben Ammar, who directed Aziza
(1982) points out that "Women are the alternative.
Victims yesterday, and still sometimes so today,
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tomorrow they will be pushing forward a genuine renewal” (quoted in Teo
Samarski). Moroccan woman director Farida Benlyazid, on the other hand,
counters that although male directors in the Maghreb are preoccupied with the
condition of women, they do not really give a fair representation of women in
their films. Speaking specifically of Moroccan director Mohammed Abderrahman Tazi and
representation of women in his film Badis (1989), Benlyazid
states: Tm happy he’s talking about women . . .
it is a more subtle,
nuanced truth than that.... Women have more strength than he shows as hav
ing” (quoted in Teo Samarski).
Benlyazid’s statements raise issues of representation that are so important
to feminist Maghrebi cinema. Films by North African women show a concern
with the ways in which representation reinforces power relationships and
becomes as well a
for subverting oppressive relationships. North African
women filmmakers such as Moufida Tlatli, Farida Benlyazid and Assia Djebar
have been involved in independent filmmaking over the last thirty years. Yet,
they still have, to compete against
dominated cinema, and they often have
their work ignored and poorly distributed. My
in this paper is to include
another aspect of postcolonial North African cinema by offering an analysis of
two films by Tunisian woman director Moufida Tlatli and Moroccan director
Farida Benlyazid.
In their films Silences of the Palace (1994) (Samt Al Kusur) and Door to the
Sky (1988) (Bab Sma Maftouh), Moufida Tlatli and Farida Benlyazid give the
audience their own representations of women in colonial and postcolonial cul
ture in North Africa. The narrative strategies these films
to decolonize
the gaze and to locate the woman as a subject of space show that North African
women filmmakers are very aware of the politics of postcolonialism. Tlatli's
and Benlyazid’s representations of the female gaze and female space demon
strate the
they experiment with different techniques to subvert dominant
discourses of power. Both films, for instance, centralize the female gaze as an
opposition to the male gaze and as a form of the female collective. Tlatli’s and
Benlyazid’s reappropriation of the camera is a challenge to colonial and patri
archal representations. The camera epitomizes, for them, a defiance of the
dominating gaze. Both films offer an all-female space, a space often neglected
in North-African cinema. The privileging of space in these films becomes
understandable if
take into consideration North African women’s immobil
ity in patriarchal and postcolonial spaces. Produced in 1988, Door to the Sky
deals with a young woman who journeys from France to Morocco to attend her
father’s funeral. Nadia, the protagonist of the film, seeks an alternative to
France in Moroccan Muslim culture and decides to turn the family house she
inherited from her father into a zawiya [shelter] for poor women out of
khayriya [charity]. In her comments on this
Ella Shohat argues that “
Door to the Sky envisions an aesthetic that affirms Islamic culture while inscrib
ing it with a feminist consciousness, offering an alternative both to the West
ern imaginary and to an Islamic fundamentalist representation of Muslim
women” (Shohat, UnthinkingEurocentrism 165). The film enacts its double cri
tique of Islamic fundamentalism as well as women’s liberation within a West
ern feminist context, through its
to spiritual, liberal Islam.
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Similarly, Moufida Tlatli’s film Silences of the Palace encourages critical
reflection
patriarchal Islam, but this time by shedding light on representa
tions of women and slaves Muslim Tunisian society. The
centers on the
lives of Tunisian women slaves in the Beys’ palace at the time of Tunisia’s anti
colonial struggle against French colonialism. Tlatli‘s courageous probing of the
representation of slaves in Muslim society
a new debate in readings of
patriarchal Islam and Muslim societies. Fatima Mernissi has pointed out that
“Minorities, women, and slaves are the groups that have historically constitut
ed a challenge and a limitation to Islam’s claim to universality and equality. . . .
The Islamic state thus rested on a contradiction between the legal inferiority of
some groups and the philosophical principle of equality of all beings, which is
central to Islam as a universal religion” (“Arab Women’s Rights” 44). It is
ly such claim to universality that Tlatli’s
challenges when it chooses to shed
light on Islam’s margins.

A Scene From “Door to the Sky, Courtesy of Arab Film Distribution.

Silences of the Palace and Door to the Sky are, therefore, good examples of
what Ella Shohat characterizes as feminist “cinematic counter-telling”1 which
characterizes contemporary films produced by Third World women directors.
Shohat further argues that what characterizes these films is their experimenta
tion with new narrative forms and techniques that subvert mainstream cinema.
It would be limiting, however, to focus on these films’ modern techniques and
aesthetic aspects while ignoring their political and feminist overtones. Both
Silences of the Palace and Door to the Sky are obviously done with a conscious
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feminist and political agenda, which is evident in the alternatives they offer to
both colonialism and Islamic patriarchy.
in Tunisia, both during and after French colonialism, Tlatli’s film cen
ters
Alia and her mother Khedija, who live as slaves in the Beys’ palace. The
sheds light on the unspoken in North African cinema, for it focuses on
poor women slaves who are subjected to labor as well as sexual slavery to the
Beys in colonial Tunisia. The film also shows how rape was institutionalized by
slavery in North Africa.2 In his recent book Islams Black Slaves, Ronald Segal
pinpoints the beginning of Islamic slavery eight centuries earlier than the
Atlantic slave trade, and shows that it had different manifestations. He argues
that the difference between the Atlantic trade and the Islamic trade lies in their
different systems: “The Islamic trade was conducted on a different scale
with a different impact. Unlike the Atlantic trade, which began late and grew
intensively, it had begun some eight centuries earlier
except at certain peri
ods, it involved lower average annual volumes. The social and cultural impor
tance of slavery itself was greater than its economic one” (Segal 3-4). While
slaves served as a source of labor and a means of economic production in the
Americas, the Muslim elite, Segal argues, used slaves as
and soldiers, as
concubines, as cooks and musicians “with slavery itself primarily a form of con
sumption rather than a factor of production” (4). Muslim feminists from North
Africa have also analyzed the history of the Arab-Muslim world in attempt to
identify the dominant discourses of power that subjugate
oppress women
and slaves. In The Veil and the Male Elite, Fatima Mernissi hints at the issue of
slavery and argues that certain socio-political factors in North Africa justified
the enslavement of poor women. She explains how slave women were not pro
tected, for protecting them would hinder the male elite’s right to sexually
t them (The on
in
Veil 186-7).
to
Ali,
and index
in 
Tlatli’s film Silences of the Palace unveils Tunisian women’s history in colo
nial and pre-colonial Tunisia, by presenting the lives of poor women slaves
the Beys’ palace. Here the powerful Beys play a dominant role in Tunisian his
tory, relegating women and servants to marginal roles. Tlatli’s purpose is to
probe the correlation between gender/class oppression and slavery within the
context of patriarchal Tunisia. In response “The men [who] were a little bit
shocked that a woman who comes from the most liberated country in the Arab
world would make a film about women’s conditions,” Tlatli replies that “It is
because we are the most liberated country the Arab world that I made such
a film” (quoted in Stone 31). Her response is an
of how her country offers
her the freedom and distance to probe patriarchy and class oppression in
Tunisian society as power dynamic. Tlatli achieves such distance in her film
through Alias journey into Tunisia’s past, which takes the audience to the time
when Tunisia was
the verge of independence the 1950’s. Alia takes two
key journeys in the film: one physical journey to the Beys’ palace upon learning
about the death of Sidi
and one journey which is dramatized through her
consciousness and memories. Her physical
mental journeys provide a nar
rative strategy in the film for reflecting on the Tunisian woman/nation and its
history.
In the first sequence of the film, we learn that Alia is about undertake an
abortion; her lover Lotfi, the revolutionary hero, who had assured her that her
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family background would not pose a problem to their relationship in indepen
dent Tunisia, refuses now to marry her. The
here makes an obvious cri
tique of the male nationalists who have failed to keep their promises and bring
about gender and class equality in postcolonial Tunisia. The later scenes, which
depict Alias silent revolt while in the palace, highlight her desire for expression
in her secret attraction to Lotfi, who acts as her ideal. In one of Alias flash
backs, Lotfi predicts that Alia “will be a great singer” and that “[her] voice will
enchant everyone.” Lotfi’s equation of Alias voice with the birth of the nation
in the same scene is typical of the male nationalists who often deploy women s
bodies as emblems or symbols of the nation, but once independence is won they
reinforce the same patriarchal structure that determined their pre-independent
stations. Drawing upon the postcolonial theory that often equates colonialism
with patriarchy, Dorit Naaman comments, in her reading of Silences of the
Palace, that “the newly-emerged nation-state goes through a metaphorical "sexchange’ shortly after independence and literally engages in asserting its
acquired patriarchal power to suppress those who
oppressed all along,
women” (Naaman 333).
Alia is shown to be still suffering in the postcolonial present, as she con
fesses, in front of her mother’s grave, in a voice-over: “I thought Lotfi would
save
I have not been saved. Like you, I’ve lived in sin. My life has been a
series of abortions. I could never express myself. My songs
stillborn. And
even the child in me Lotfi wants me to abort it.” The film shows that the polit
ical and sexual relationship of the Tunisian woman with her colonized man is a
problematic one. Lotfi, the former colonized man, becomes the colonizer of
Alia in a specific sense. In one of her interviews, Tlatli points out that
“Tunisian women are the colonized of the colonized,” and goes on to insist that
“The Tunisian man, as the colonized person, has his revenge by colonizing the
underclass which are the women. They in turn put their frustrations into their
daughters. In the Arab world, the woman does pay. At an unconscious level,
she is responsible for keeping the status quo as regards her own position. I
wanted to show how she
break from the past” (quoted in Francke 213).
Here, the film also presents the coincidence of Alias abortions and postcolonial
Tunisia, and thus equates the painful
of the independent nation in tran
sition to women’s condition in postcolonial Tunisian society.
That Tlatli deploys flashbacks as a narrative mode in Silences of the Palace,
shows that she is interested in subverting the chronological narrative method,
which was previously used in Maghrebi cinema. In this film, the protagonist is
portrayed mainly through the filmmaker’s exploration of the different locations
where the main
take place. These places include Alias memory, which
is associated with places within the palace: the hallways, the upstairs and the
downstairs, the kitchen, and the gate. Alias flashbacks and memories are trig
gered by her return to the palace after she learns about the death of the Bey Sidi
Ali who could be her father. Alia, who is now an adult, enters the palace, forc
ing herself to surrender to the dreaded act of remembering. It is as if the rule
of silence, which was necessary at first in the palace in order to make life bear
able, has eventually to be broken. Through her memories and flashbacks, Alia
tries to come to terms with her mother’s history as
enslaved and colonized
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woman and with her personal history. The access to the buried memories of
her childhood in the palace and to "the past [she] thought she buried with [her]
mother" is necessary for her psychological freedom.
Through Alias flashbacks, Tlatli enunciates the painful memory of the
Beys violations of womens rights of ownership over their own body, and their
lack of voice in the palace. Aha reflects back on how her mother was sexually
exploited by the Beys and did not have the power to break the silence. In
scene, she is shown urging her mother to escape the palace and resist the Beys:
"You are worried about them. Don’t! Others can serve them, dance for them. .
. . To see you say ‘no’ for once! ‘No, I won’t serve. No, I don’t belong to you.’”
In a later scene in the film, Alia runs around in circles in a moment that cap
tures her confusion and inner torment, after witnessing her mother in bed with
Sidi Ali. Her subsequent witness of her mother’s rape by Sidi Bashir, Sidi Ali’s
brother, results in her being sick and confined to bed. As the camera pans
across the bodies of mother and daughter, it also reveals the scars of rape as it
revisits the pain of the mother’s preparation for abortion. Khedija’s resistance
takes the form of self-inflicted violence. Her decision to end the pregnancy
that resulted from her rape
from her acquired sense of the shame and pri
vacy she feels about her body.
Tlatli experiments with different narrative strategies of voice,
and
female space in the film by way of representing marginal subjects’ resistance to
silence and subordination. She explains that women’s silences in her film stem
from her own personal experience, since she felt obliged to make this film after
attending to her sick mother who refused to speak during the last five years of
her life: "Five years before my mother died she stopped speaking. I think that
her decision to remain silent
out of an accumulation over the years of all
those little silences. It became a form of protection while at the same time it
was a signal that she did not want to prolong the fruitless dialogue. It was very
painful for me since there were so many questions I had that remained unan
swered” (quoted in Francke
Here Tlatli obviously admits to a certain kind
of identification with her protagonist Alia, who struggles to come to terms with
her mother’s pain and silences in the film. Silence in the film surrounds the
mother’s illicit sexual relationship with Sidi Ali and the identity of her daugh
ter’s father. In the sequence that portrays Alias birth, Hadda, the senior ser
vant, censors a woman servant who inquires about the name of Alias father.
Women in the palace have opted for silence out of fear of the Beys, and thus
their oppositional speech remains suppressed throughout the film.
The film also presents obvious coincidences between women’s silences and
Tunisia’s colonialism. By emphasizing women’s silences, the film draws atten
tion to the
colonialism has intensified the immobility of Tunisian women
and reinforced their
from the public sphere where national history is
being made.3 The film starts by establishing the unstable political situation in
Tunisia on the eve of its independence from France. Tlatli highlights the back
ground of political events in the film in a very realistic way, using the medium
of radio coverage. This political situation forms the background to women’s
silences that coincide with the rising anti-colonial protests outside the palace.
The connection between the
slave woman in the palace and the colo
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nized nation is established through an obvious parallel the filmmaker makes in
one scene between the women servants fighting inside the kitchen and the anti
colonial struggle which is taking
outside the palace. Housseine, the
of the senior woman servant, pleads with the women to stop fighting and to lis
ten to the demonstrations against the colonizer that are taking
outside.
The identification of the women servants with the anti-colonial struggle is clear
from one woman’s words: “I don’t belong to myself. I want to go out in the
street, naked, barefoot, to run without being stopped, to scream and shout out
loud. Only their bullets can shut me up.” When she hears the radio announce
the curfew that the French have imposed on the Tunisian natives, one woman
declares: “Our lives are like curfews.” That women are silent at this crucial
olutionary moment in Tunisia’s history underlines Tlatli’s pessimism about
women’s liberation, even in the aftermath of Tunisia’s independence.
Against such silences, and as an alternative to women’s representations
within Tunisian patriarchy and colonialism, the film presents a compelling fem
inist quest for voice and self-discovery in the person of Alia. The act of film
ing itself becomes for Tlatli an immediate form of representation, and consti
tutes a kind of delegation of voice with political overtones. Tlatli’s attempt to
give voice to her protagonist is expressed through Alia’s creativity as a singer,
and through metaphors and symbols in the film that connote creativity — the
lute. Through Alia’s keen interest in music, Tlatli shows how the representa
tional act and the ability to speak can be nurtured and realized through music.
Khedija bought Alia the lute against the Beys’ unspoken rule that servants are
not supposed to learn and play music. She hopes that by learning music, her
daughter might escape her mother’s fate in the palace. Alia’s singing, however,
only stirs the Beys’ sexual interest in her. Her singing is exploited as another
kind of slavery in the palace, since she is now expected to sing for and entertain
the Beys.
The possibility of resisting power without allowing that resistance to be
sabotaged by the Beys is, therefore, a persistent struggle in the
In her
to explore Alia’s voice, Tlatli is aware of the power of the Beys that nei
ther Alia nor her mother can ever overcome, and which inevitably influences
their actions.
demonstrates how Alia subversively exploits existing discur
sive realms in the palace. The film therefore points to the source of Alia’s cre
ativity —the lute — in the resources that only the elite is allowed to own and
use. By playing a musical instrument that is forbidden to servants, Alia per
a subversive music that allows her to forge her own voice against the
voices of the elite. Tlatli’s film celebrates music and singing as a resistance to
power and as
against women’s harsh realities in postcolonial Tunisia.
The scene that portrays Khedija’s screams from her fatal abortion
in
the film with Alia singing the Tunisian anthem in her first performance as a
singer in the palace. Alias song becomes reflective of the country’s
against
colonialism, and contrasts sharply with the narrow backward world represent
ed by the patriarchal Beys of the palace. This scene also stresses the identifica
tion of Alia with the upheavals of the nation.
In addition to voice, Tlatli’s representation of the female
in the film
demonstrates the way she experiments with different narrative strategies, by
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way of questioning the power dynamics that constitute the ideologies of the
Beys palace. At the surface of the film, women are the object of the Beys’ erot
ic look, but Tlatli’s manipulation of the gaze is more complex. Despite the
presence of the male gaze, the controlling
in the film is female. Tlatli
explains in her interview with Mulvey that she feels compelled to make
for
womens silences in the film by granting them instead the power of looking:

If the mouth is
then the eyes speak. I wanted to make their eyes
speak
and say a great deal. All the women are within the tradition of
taboo, of silence, but the power of their look is extraordinary. They have
had to get used to expressing themselves through their eyes. So Alias
attempt to find out her mother’s actual role in the palace has to become
investigation. She looks through keyholes, through a crack in the door.
Her look is searching for things that she shouldn’t see.”
(Mulvey, “Moving”

Unlike the male gaze, which is associated with sexual desire in the film, the
female
primarily exists as a knowing, inquisitive gaze. In her essay “His
torical Trauma and Male Subjectivity” Kaja Silverman draws a distinction
between the knowing, protective gaze, on the one hand, and the traumatic,
painful gaze, on the other hand. (110-127). The female
in Tlatli’s film is
not as objectifying and controlling as the male gaze, since it mainly reinforces
the female characters’ perceptive power. It needs to be pointed out, however,
that the'film does not present a unique female perspective, as not all women are
unified in their
women in the film seem divided against
other by
jealousy, their class, or their relationships to
the wife of Sidi Ali, for
instance, who cannot bear children, demonstrates insightful perception in the
film, since she is able to guess the extent of Sidi Alias fondness for Alia and the
sexual affair between him and Khedija. Though she suffers in her watching, it
is hard to characterize her gazing as controlling, since she is shown to be silent
and waiting passively throughout the film.
Alia also demonstrates such power of perception in the film, since she is
shown to be inquisitively searching for the male gazes that
her mother.
Tlatli has commented that as a child, Aha exhibits an innocent, “voyeuristic”
look, but as a young woman, she becomes the object of the Beys’ voyeuristic
gazes herself (Mulvey, “Moving”
The controlling male gaze is subverted in
Tlatli’s film through the absence of scenes showing requited gazing between the
Beys and their women servants. Tlatli also identifies Alias powerful gazes as a
key stage in her protagonist’s struggle against hegemonic discourses and
towards psychological freedom. The film foregrounds Alias powerful self
gazes, as when she looks in the mirror, and the influence of her female, obser
vational gaze — as when she gazes at her mother, her unacknowledged father
Sidi Ah and the other women in the film. In gazing back at the men who make
sexual advances to her such as Sidi Bashir, Sidi Ali’s brother, Aha liberates her
self from the patriarchal male gaze. Alias gazes, however, are also a source of
pain and inner torment in the film. In one scene, Alias gazing at her mother’s
rape by Sidi Bashir results in her nervous breakdown. This type of look, accord
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ing to Tlatli, “bears witness to her feelings, to her fear and her panic. Her con
tact with other people is reduced to the tiny nuances of a half look” (Mulvey,
“Moving” 20). Tlatli’s experimentation with different types of the gaze in her
film testifies to her quest for narrative aesthetics that are capable of expressing
the reality of Alia and the other women servants in the palace.
The filmmaker’s representation of space also aims to shed light on patterns
of domination in the palace. Through her structuring of place, Tlatli represents
Alias mother, whose subject positions “downstairs” are defined by poverty, slav
ery, and gendered subordination. It is this legacy of multiple othering that Alia
is shown to be inheriting in the film. The “upstairs” is where the princes and
their wives and children live. It symbolizes wealth and high class. The down
stairs, on the other hand, is the world of the servants. As the child of an illic
it sexual union between a woman servant and the Bey Sidi Ah, Alia becomes
the in-between, an identity that reinforces the “marginality” of occupying in
between space between the downstairs world of her mother and the upstairs
world of her unacknowledged father.
In her interview with Laura Mulvey, Tlatli points to the ambiguous posi
tion of Aha who is caught between the two opposite worlds of the Beys and the
servants: “For Alia the attic is an intermediate space that she’s made for herself,
between the world of the servants and the world of the princes.
is uncom
fortable in both worlds .... The attic is upstairs, but it’s also poor” (Mulvey,
“Moving” 19). Tlatli locates the freedom and desires of Aha in the attic as a
peripheral but potentially liberating space. Alias claiming of a separate physi
cal place also signifies a space that has psychologically therapeutic and creative
implications. It is in the attic that Aha plays with her lute, sings and dreams.
In its association between the life of women slaves within the Beys’ palace,
French colonialism and national independence, Tlatli has made of the woman
question a historical issue that is rooted in the colonial and the postcolonial
phases of Tunisia’s history. Thus, Tlatli has put the problem of the Arab Mus
lim woman in general, and of the Tunisian woman in particular, within its true
framework, taking into account the fact that the problem of the Arab Muslim
woman is an objective result of certain historical
Echoing the past and
dealing with the present, Tlatli’s film constitutes an effort to represent women
who have been previously marginalized and silenced.
While Silences of the Palace presents Tunisian women at the height of anti
colonial struggle but marginalized within the Beys’ palace, Farida Benlyazid is
not generally concerned with a feminist critique of anti-colonial, nationalist dis
course. Her film A Door to the Sky presents the story of a woman’s search for a
new identity in postcolonial Morocco within the context of Islam. Tlatli initi
ates her critical reflections by uncovering a history of marginalized, enslaved
women within a patriarchal Muslim society, while Benlyazid resorts to a histo
ry of powerful Muslim women, a history that consists, in Ella Shohat’s words,
of “female spirituality, prophecy, poetry, and intellectual creativity as well as
revolt, material power, and social and political leadership” (165). Their films
testify to the different approaches North African feminists adopt in their
attempts to
alternative realities and provide new guidelines for the future.
In its images, Benlyazid’s film Door to the Sky dramatizes the divide
between the “modern” and the “traditional” which characterizes Morocco’s con-
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temporary social formations. Sabry Hafez argues that “One of the recurring
themes in [Maghrebi] cinema is the conflict between modernity and tradition
which is often treated in terms of its relevance to the quest for identit. (43).
The contradictions and opposite images which characterize this film, such as
the
of Westernized women in the Modern city and traditional womenin the old Medina, are symptomatic of the ambiguity of Morocco’s social for
mations. The film in its images enacts the double-alienation which Moroccan
writer Abdelkebir Khatibi refers to when he asks the people of the Third World
to “follow a third way . . . [and practice] a subversion that is in a way double,
which, by claiming the power of speech and action, goes to work in the context
of a difference that is uncompromising” (11).
Abdelkebir Khatibi may be considered as perhaps the most outstanding
proponent of North African postcolonial theory. Khatibi opens his Maghreb
Pluriel (1983) [the Plural Maghreb] with a similar approach to Frantz Fanon’s
own proposed solution to European colonialism. Fanon once said, “If we want
to turn Africa into a new Europe, and America into anew Europe, then let us
leave the destiny of our countries to Europeans. They will know how to do it
better than the most gifted among us. But if
want humanity to advance a
step further, if we want to bring it up to a different level than that which
Europe
shown it, then we must invent and
must make discoveries. If
wish to live up to our people’s expectations, we must
the response else
where than in Europe” (Fanon 315). Khatibi’s own proposed solution to
European imperialism is his theory of “Double Critique,” by means of which he
aims to critique both European imperialism and Arab Muslim social forma
tions.
Dedicated to Fatima El Fehriya, a Muslim Tunisian woman who founded
Al Karawiyin University in Fez in the tenth century, Benlyazid’s work explores
spiritual, traditional Islam as a third way and an alternative for Moroccan
women beyond the discourse of Westernization as well as beyond the discourse
of Islamic fundamentalism. Other Moroccan women writers have also probed
women’s negotiation of tradition and modernity in the aftermath of Morocco’s
independence from the French. In her novella Year of the Elephant, Moroccan
writer Leila Abouzeid exposes the postcolonial Moroccan elite to harsh criti
cism.
recounts the story of Zahra, a woman who fought for independence
alongside her husband, a national revolutionary, who abandoned her for a
Westernized woman in the aftermath of independence. Abouzeid makes her
protagonist embrace Islam and Moroccan tradition in repudiation of the ideol
ogy of the modernized elite such as Zahra’s husband who have failed to keep
the promises of the national revolution.
Both Benlyazid’s film and Abouzeid’s novel enact a clear decentering of
Western feminism in their potential positioning of a “Moroccan feminism”
which is conceptualized around a notion of female identity rooted in Muslim
culture. Benlyazid’s film makes use of an all-female space to affirm such a
female collective. This point is made by the camera’s repeated privileging of
space over action in the film. Often, the camera focuses on women’s spaces in
their rooms and the kitchen and all action is suspended. The all-female space
represented in the film, and women’s free agency in the huge family mansion
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challenge the Western feminist assumption that all Muslim women are con
fined to oppressive domestic spaces. In her autobiography Dreams of Trespass,
Fatima Mernissi draws a clear distinction between the “imperial harems” of
imperial Muslim society (in which polygamy was universally practiced) and
domestic harems of the twentieth century where “extended families . . . with
often monogamous couples . . . carried on the tradition of women s seclusion”
(Dreams 34). Mernissi
the “hudud” of the harem as the sacred frontier
of the Islamic tradition: “To be a Muslim is to respect the hudud ... to respect
the hudud was to obey” (3). Frontiers are also defined as signifiers of power:
“The frontier indicates the line of power because whenever there is a frontier,
there are two kinds of
walking on Allah’s earth, the powerful on one
side, and the powerless on the other” (242). Benlyazid’s film highlights an
alternative model of the gendered organization of space to that delineated in
Mernissi’s novel. Unlike the harem spaces in Mernissi’s novel and the Beys’
palace, the family mansion becomes in Benlyazid’s film a vehicle of empower
ment for its women.
Door to the Sky is set in the city of Fez, whose old medina abounds in such
spacious family mansions. In her comments on the setting of the film, Sandra
Gayle argues that

Fez as the location is symbolic of the cultural depth of Moroccan society,
the persistence of tradition in the face of the modern, the cohabitation of
duality, even the interaction and intertwining of oppositions .... What
more perfect setting for the intricate memory, tradition, modernity, faith,
rationality, disenchantement, idealism and personal discovery?
(Gayle Carter, 357)

Fez, one might add, is also the city whose historical landmarks such as Al
Karawiyin University, which was built by a woman, testify to women’s rich
intellectual history and cultural contributions within the context of Islam.
The setting of the
also historic reverberations in Morocco’s colo
nial relation to France. Like Silences of the Palace, the central narrative in Door
to the Sky is organized as a journey. Nadia, the protagonist,
different jour
neys in the film; such journeys bring forth her bilingualism. While she com
municates to the women in the Zawiya in Arabic, Nadia addresses her woman
lawyer Touria, her French boyfriend Jean Philippe, and her educated Moroccan
boyfriend Abdelkrim only in French. The first journey that is revealed in the
film is Nadia’s trip from France to Fez, Morocco. Nadia arrives at the airport
dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. There she meets her sister Laila who
immediately disapproves of her
of dress, and reminds her that she is now
in traditional Fez. The film opens with the question of how to reconcile West
ernization and Moroccan traditional culture. The alienation caused by French
colonial education creates hybrids such as Nadia whose double culture — Euro
pean and Muslim - drives them into cultural confusion.
Charting Nadia’s struggle to come to terms with her dual allegiance to both
France and Morocco, Benlyazid introduces another sequence in which Nadia
resists her sister’s plea to wear a Moroccan dress and join the mourners in her
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father’s funeral. The scene dramatizes Nadia’s revolt and confusion as she
drowns her sense of despair in alcohol. In the same scene, Nadia’s voice-over
declares in the letter she writes to her French boyfriend: “I feel a stranger . . .
Everything is so
I
confused and I feel guilty. Why? And for what?”
In a subsequent scene that portrays her encounter with her boyfriend in the
“Merinid” hotel in Fez, Nadia is shown to be experiencing an inner conflict
between her love for him and the ties by which she is bound to her family and
religion.
As she makes contact with the Moroccan female collective, Nadia will later
embark on a spiritual journey through which she rediscovers spiritual Islam
with the help of Karina, an old family relative. On the other hand, Nadia’s
brother, who has also journeyed from France to Fez to attend his father’s funer
al, has decided to cut his ties to Morocco. In a scene where the family is hav
ing dinner, the brother declares that Nadia and him have chosen France over
Morocco, a claim immediately dismissed by Nadia who responds “I
both.”
Through Nadia’s brother, the film points to the Moroccan Westernized elite,
who are a product of European colonialism, and who often disassociate them
selves from the Moroccan masses. Cutting Nadia’s brother from subsequent
scenes, the film turns its focus to Nadia, through whom Benlyazid advocates a
type of decolonization that deploys spiritual Islam as an alternative to both
European imperialism and Islamic fundamentalism.
On the
of her father’s funeral, Nadia wears white mourning clothes
according to Moroccan custom; as she listens to the Koran, she is enthralled by
the rhythms of Muslim chants. Kirana’s recitation of the Koran on the day of
the funeral incurs a transformation in Nadia, who now begins to be gradually
interested in Islam, as she decides to break up with her French boyfriend Jean
Philippe. In the letter she writes to her boyfriend, Nadia cites racism and cap
italism as the major reasons behind her decision to leave France forever:

I often dreamt that we are in our place in Paris, and Mr. Le Pen appeared
suddenly, insulted me and threw me out. I would wake up humiliated,
guilty and I hated you . . . the hordes of starving children throughout the
world, the bombs, the bloodshed. I had nightmares about all this, and I felt
like I was collapsing under the weight of such horror. No, no and no! My
lack of power tortures me and comfort makes me sick. I don’t need to wit
ness the guilty Western
at mealtimes.... I belong here, not else
where.
To appease her conscience, Nadia decides to turn the old family mansion
into a zawiya for poor women and battered wives out of khayriya (charity).
While the film reinforces a positive image of Islam as a force of social justice
and liberation, it is also critical of discriminatory patriarchal Islamic laws, such
as the law that favors the male in inheritance. In order for Nadia to be able to
open the zawiya, she has first to engage in legal battle against her brother, who
now resides in France and who is entitled to half of the inheritance, according
to Islamic law. In the following conversation with her woman lawyer, Nadia
questions narrow male interpretations of Islam that have often subordinated
Muslim women:
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Touria: You want to create a women's lib in Fez?
Nadia: No, it always
in our country. The problem is that we are los
ing the best aspects of our culture. You know in Islam, women have always
used their wealth freely and have financed shelters for deprived and unhap
py women.
Touria: Yes, but in our case the law favors your brother.
Nadia: I am ready to fight to the
This house must become a shelter.
Upon opening the shelter, Nadia begins to explore the spiritual heritage of
Islam. She comes to discover such Muslim philosophers and mystics as Imam
Ghazali and El Halaj, who have endorsed Islam’s message of equality, love and
tolerance. As she visits Moroccan saints such as Moulay Abdesellam, Nadia
begins to
visionary dreams, and to assume the task of a healer. One
of the people she is going to heal is Abdelkrim, an artist, who suffers from
depression. The two fall in love and quickly get married against the rising
protests of the women who would prefer to keep men out of the zawiya.
Through the women’s fierce protests against Abdelkrim and Bahiya, a West
ernized woman, who the women insist be removed from the zawiya, Benlyazid
issues a subtle criticism of Islamic fundamentalism. In one scene in the
Nadia protests the narrow interpretations of Islam and evokes Ibn Arabi, a Sufi
who often equated Islam with love: “Why do people see Islam through the nar
rowest door? Islam is love. You read Ibn Arabi?” Here, Benlyazid suggests that
a spiritual Islam, which is based on tolerance, social justice and charity, must be
sought as a viable alternative to Islamic fundamentalism.
Door to the Sky also illustrates the limitations involved in understanding
feminism in purely Eurocentric terms. Some audiences have criticized this film
because of its emphasis on Islam as a solution for Moroccan women and
because of what they regard as the unconvincing denouement of the protago
nist’s feminist struggle through seeking an alternative in Islam. Against such
common arguments about the incompatibility between Islam and feminism,
Miriam Cook argues in her book Women Claim Islam that

Islamic feminism is not a coherent identity, but rather a contingent, con
textually determined strategic self-positioning .... Whenever Muslim
women offer a critique of some aspect of Islamic history or hermeneutics,
and they do so with and/or on behalf of all Muslim women and their right
to enjoy with men
participation in a just community, I call them Islam
ic feminists. This label is not rigid. It does not
an identity, but
rather an attitude and intention to
justice and citizenship for Muslim
women.
(Cooke 61)
Through Nadia’s questioning of the Islamic Shari’a that favors her male
brother in terms of inheritance, Benlyazid condemns male-interpretations of
Islam that have allowed women’s subjugation to exist in Muslim countries such
as Morocco, and joins a growing body of Muslim feminists who question the
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male-manipulated interpretation of Islam. Muslim feminists have proposed
different interpretations of Islamic law, drawing on Islamic sacred texts, and
showing how the Koran and the Hadith can allow for more emancipatory views
regarding women. Leila Ahmed for one argues that equality is inherent in
ly voice of Islam” explains why “Muslim women frequently
m: the ethical
insist, often inexplicably to non-Muslims, that Islam is not sexist. They hear
and read in its sacred text, justly and legitimately, a different message from that
heard by the makers and enforcers of orthodox, androcentric Islam” (Ahmed
88, 66). North African feminists on their part have stressed the importance of
the re-interpretation and revision of Islam in an attempt to ensure women’s lib
eration. Fatima Mernissi has argued that there is no sura [verse] in the Koran
that suggests that women should be veiled, and that the verse which is normal
cited to refer to the veil in Islamic tradition, applies only to the prophet’s
wives. By engaging religious law and Islamic tradition, writers such as Mernissi
aim, as Winifred Woodhull has put it, “to beat the traditionalists at their own
game, perhaps at the price of compromising the secularist, cosmopolitan stance
they had adopted in the past” (Woodhull 34).
Women filmmakers such as Benlyazid and Tladi have successfully inter
vened into male-dominated film culture to explore the different historical and
political factors that shape the fives of North African women. Their films
address issues that are relevant to contemporary postcolonial studies, such as
gender, fundamentalism, nationalism and national identity, memory and histo
ry. Their experimentation with modern techniques and film aesthetics testifies
to their awareness of the specificity of the postcolonial condition in countries
such as Tunisia and Morocco.



Notes
1. Ella Shohat has used this phrase in her essay “Post-Third-Worldist Culture:
Gender, Nation, and the Cinema.” Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies,
Democratic Futures. Eds. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Mohanty. New York:
Routledge, 1997.183.
2. Moroccan scholar Mohammed Ennaji is also to be credited for breaking the
silence about the topic of slavery in the Muslim World in his book Serving the
Master, in which he gives a detailed analysis of the history and dynamics of
slavery in nineteenth-century Morocco.
3. The film resonates with Frantz Fanon’s analysis of the colonizer/native
polarity in The Wretched of the Earth, where he argues that the native was con
demned to immobility and excluded from the dynamic sphere of history.
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